The interests of those researching the history of visual culture are often period-and culture-specific, bound by parameters to which the objects of their study rarely conform. Artifacts, buildings, and cities endure in their entirety or in part, where rulers, dynasties and cultures do not, or change hands as the result of commerce, diplomacy, and war, and in the process are remodeled, reinterpreted, and reinvented. As a recent spate of publications on the incorporation of ancient materials into European monuments of the early Middle Ages has demonstrated, the transhistorical or transcultural qualities of such fragments provide significant insights into the role of the visual in the negotiation, construction, and projection of cultural, dynastic, and religious identities.
1 Yet where reference has been made to the transposition of architectonic features from one cultural and historical setting to another in the medieval Islamic world, the phenomenon has (with a few notable exceptions) been ascribed either to utilitarian opportunism or to a triumphalist impulse posited (implicitly or explicitly) on the basis of an essentialized notion of Islam, and often colored by the assumption of a cultural predisposition towards iconoclasm.
2 Subsumed under the rubrics of convenience or power, the phenomenon thus lends itself to ahistorical interpretations that elide the inevitable differences between instances of reuse taken from different cultural, chronological, and regional contexts.
In order to ascertain whether there are in fact discernible patterns common to the reuse of architectural material at different periods and in different areas of the medieval Islamic world, more detailed regional studies are required. What are offered here are some preliminary observations on the aesthetic attractions and possible iconographic associations of a class of objects reused in the medieval Islamic monuments of Egypt and Syria. Although the antique marble tables which form the subject of this paper were not exclusive to either region, their reuse in medieval Islamic contexts seems to be restricted to these centers. At least as interesting as the phenomenon itself is the manner in which the recontextualization of these objects has been interpreted by those few scholars who have dealt with it. Despite the strong cultural differences between the two regions, the shared formal features of these tables and a general assumption that they originally functioned as altars have frequently led scholars to assert that they were taken from Christian churches for reuse in Islamic contexts. The consequent ability of the recontextualized "altar" to evoke notions of cultural hegemony by virtue of its status as a kind of trophy has been made particularly explicit by those attempting to explain the frequency with which antique marble tables were reused in the architecture of Nur al-Din ibn Zangi. However, as I will show below, even in the architecture of the counter-Crusade, the phenomenon is considerably more complex than the notion of the altar as trophy suggests.
By demonstrating important regional differences in the cultural associations and functions of these tables in both primary and secondary contexts, even within contemporary and contiguous areas of the Islamic world, these observations are intended to highlight the need to historicize instances of reuse in medieval Islamic architecture. In showing how the trope of the trophy in art-historical writing on a specific group of objects has served to elide the distinction between quite different practices, I want to emphasize the need to be alive to shifts in meaning through time, even where the practice of reuse involves objects with common formal properties.
The starting point for the discussion is provided by Camille Enlart's ground-breaking work on Crusader architecture, Les Monuments des Croisis (1925) , in which the author drew attention to a number of rectangular and horseshoe-shaped marble tables reused in the bimaristan of Nur al-Din in Damascus (1154; figs. 1, 14, 17) . Identifying these objects as 4(··)·llllli1llg··r pl 1 · I -- Christian altar tables, Enlart asserted that they had been carried off from Crusader churches as trophies during the twelfth-century counter-Crusade. 3 Although these intriguing fragments have drawn little subsequent attention, the idea that they were pillaged and reused as Muslim trophies has often been repeated until today. 4 In an assertion which dramatically illustrates the ahistorical nature of much writing on Muslim reuse of architectural material, Jean Lassus claimed that Salah al-Din (r. 1185-95) , having destroyed the churches of the region, carried the altars to Damascus, and had them inserted into the walls of the sixteenth-century madrasa of Sibay.
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It is not clear whether Enlart's comments on these tables were known to Hugh Evelyn White, who wrote on the monasteries of the Wadi Natrun in the Egyptian Western Desert just a few years later. Referring to the twelfth-century use of a horseshoe-or sigmashaped table (so called because of its resemblance to the Greek letter sigma) as a Muslim funerary stele ( fig. 2 ),6 White noted that "it was evidently removed from some ruined or sacked church."
7 Explicit in Enlart's analysis of the Syrian tables and more implicit in White's comments on their Egyptian counterparts are both the notion of despoliation and the related idea that the recontextualization of the "altars" serves as a visual assertion of Muslim hegemony. There are, of course, parallels for such a reuse of objects with strong Christian associations, most obviously in the many Spanish Christian church bells which were carried off and made into chandeliers for the mosques of the western Mediterranean between the eleventh and fourteenth centuries ( fig. 3 ).8 Inscribed with Qur'anic and historical inscriptions, these bells functioned as reminders of the military victories by which they had been acquired. 9 Despite the fact that such signifiers of religious and cultural identity could indeed be subverted by their recontextualization in the western Islamic world, however, closer examination of the evidence reveals serious problems with the idea that the marble tables which appear in medieval Islamic contexts in Egypt and the Levant served a similar function.
We will start with Egypt, where sigma-shaped marble tables served a variety of liturgical functions, including that of baptismal font ( fig. 4) that the size and brilliant white marble of these antique tables, combined with the presence of a broad central recessed field, rendered them attractive for use as epigraphic slabs, it is less certain that their deployment as Christian funerary stele represents a secondary use, as is often assumed. The sigma- shaped  table was commonly employed as a dining table in  antiquity (fig. 7 ), a function which underlies its use as a covering on early Christian graves in North Africa and elsewhere, facilitating the celebration of the agape.' 2 The use of the altar in funerary contexts may be traced back to pharaonic times in Egypt, 1 3 and it seems likely that the appearance of sigma-shaped funerary stele derives from the contemporary use of sigma-shaped altar tables in Coptic churches. With few exceptions, the dimensions of the sigma-shaped tables serving in these two contexts are similar.' 4 The popularity of the sigma-shaped table in Coptic contexts appears to be related to the frequency with which Where dated, most published examples of sigmashaped Coptic stele range between the sixth and eighth centuries, with a concentration at the end of this time scale;
17 the earliest use of a sigma-shaped grave marker in a Muslim context is datable to the ninth century (appendix, no. 1; fig. 10 ), after which they appear intermittently until the fourteenth century (appendix, nos. 12, 15; fig. 11 ). Like their Coptic equivalents, it is possible that some of the Muslim grave markers were not reused, but carved specifically for the function that they served.' 8 The appearance of sigma-shaped Muslim funerary stele in Egypt is thus more likely to reflect the adaptation of an existing Coptic tradition than the reuse of Christian altars, as has usually been assumed.
Although the evidence is incomplete, the fact that the form was used in Egypt (however intermittently) to mark Islamic graves from the ninth century to the thirteenth suggests that this practice was an enduring one among Egyptian Muslims. The Islamic sigma-shaped funerary stelae might even be seen as preserving and perpetuating a Coptic tradition that appears to have died out after the ninth century. It is worth noting here that the areas in which there is a concentration of sigma-shaped tablets used in Islamic contexts are generally those which had, and continue to have, significant Coptic populations. In addition to Cairo itself, there is a very obvious cluster in Nubia, especially in the areas around Derr and Esna (appendix, 6, 9, 11) . While the former site is now submerged below Lake Nasser, the celebrated Coptic monasteries of Esna, which are still preserved, were flourishing in the eleventh and twelfth centuries.
19 Although no altars have ever been found in situ in a Nubian church, it has been assumed that marble tables similar to those that served in the Wadi Natrun monasteries (figs. 5, 12-13) were also imported into Upper Egypt.
2 0 Such churches were provided with multiple altars, 2 1 so it is possible that some of the sigma-shaped tables which later served in Islamic contexts came from ruined churches, but there is no evidence for this. Moreover, no negative attitude towards any such antiquities can be inferred from the practice of reuse itself, since in at least one case a sigma-shaped Muslim grave marker was reinscribed and reused on a later Muslim grave (appendix, nos. 2 and 9; fig. 2 ). The likelihood that the marking of graves in this way follows a Coptic precedent is further strengthened by the fact that the decoration of certain sigma-shaped stelae marking Islamic graves closely mirrors that of their Coptic counterparts, even down to the nature and placing of figural ornament. In other words, the phenomenon which Evelyn White took to be a product of the despoliation of Christian churches is in fact much more likely to indicate a degree of acculturation in Egyptian funerary practices, if not the Muslim adoption of a Coptic tradition. The impact of pre-and non-Muslim Egyptian art on medieval Islamic art and architecture in Egypt remains a largely unexplored topic, but Coptic art clearly exerted a significant influence well into the Middle Ages. Scholars have tended to discuss the medieval Islamic use of sigma-shaped tables in Egypt and Syria as if it was a single phenomenon. However, in addition to certain formal variations between the sigmashaped tables found in Egypt'and Syria (notably the absence of internal scalloping from the Egyptian examples), there are substantial differences between the context and mode of use and reuse in both regions. These include the presence of inscriptions in both primary and secondary contexts in Egypt (contrasting with the rarity of inscriptions in Syria), and the epigraphic content. In Syria, Arabic inscriptions, when present, tend to consist of foundation texts (fig. 14) ; in Egypt, by contrast, both Coptic and Arabic inscriptions indicate that the tables were used predominantly as funerary stelae, a context for which no parallel seems to exist in Syria. Once again, the impression that Islamic usage in Egypt follows Coptic precedents is unavoidable.
The earliest extant Syrian examples of reused tables are a series of nine sigma-shaped marbles of various colors and sizes which are set into the qibla wall of the early-sixteenth-century madrasa of Sibay in Damascus (appendix, no. 5; .25 One of these (that to the left of figure 15) is inscribed with the name and titles of the Seljuq prince Abu Sa'id Tutush (d. 1095). Several others are decorated with Qur'anic verses also inscribed in foliated Kufic script, which suggests that most, if not all, were removed from a Seljuq building in the city, probably a mosque or madrasa constructed between 1078 and 1092.26 Nothing more is known about the primary or secondary contexts of the tables, since they are among a chronologically diverse range of (mainly Mamluk) architectural fragments incorporated into the building.
2 7 Nevertheless, their survival not only points to the reuse of such marble tables in Syrian architecture of the late eleventh century, but also provides important incidental evidence for Seljuq patronage of religious architecture in Damascus. That these tables are used in the madrasa of Sibay for at least the third time serves as a reminder of just how complex the life histories of certain architectural fragments can be. More important, they prove that the practice of reusing such tables in the Islamic monuments of The arrival of the Crusaders in the Levant in the late eleventh century did, of course, precipitate a dramatic series of sociopolitical and cultural upheavals, and it is possible that the meaning of an established practice changed as a result of these. The scale of reuse in Seljuq Damascus is unknown, but the surviving architectural, textual, and visual evidence does point to a particular concentration of such tables in a number of buildings associated with Nur al-Din ibn Zangi (r. 1146-74) , the great champion of the Muslimn counter-Crusade. A series of no less than 15 rectangular and sigma-shaped marble tables was, for example, set into the iwans of the hospital built by Nur al-Din in Damascus in 1154 ( fig. 1 ; appendix, no. 8).
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Of these, one was inscribed with a foundation text ( fig. 14) , while another, richly carved at a later date ( fig. 17 ), served as a flat mihrab. These extant examples are supplemented by descriptions of what appears to have been a similar table in a madrasa founded by Nur al-Din in Aleppo (appendix, no. 7) and by a photograph taken by Creswell which shows another rectangular table once set into the walls of Nur alDin's burial chamber in Damascus ( fig. 18 ; appendix, no. 10), but now disappeared. To these might be added the marble tables reported to have been installed in the Great Mosques of Hama and Hims (fig. 19; appendix, , both of which may conceivably be related to the activities of Nur al-Din. This chronological concentration in Nur al-Din's monuments, contrasting as it does with the use of comparable Egyptian tables over several centuries, and the single known example of Seljuq reuse, may reflect no more than the vagaries of chance, the randomness of survival. Nevertheless, the proliferation of the tables in buildings associated with Nur al-Din is striking, and may equally indicate that they acquired a particular significance around the mid twelfth century, even if similar tables had been reused earlier.
As Yasser Tabbaa has demonstrated, the rhetoric of the counter-Crusade championed by Nur al-Din not only encompassed oral and textual propaganda, but a range of visual material which will be considered below.?M The reuse of the, tables might therefore be The identification of the marble tables reused in Damascus as trophies of Crusader origin rests, however, on two premises: the first is that they originally functioned as altars, or were identified as such by those who reused them; the second, and more implicit, one is that they (like the Iberian bells) were fulfilling such a function up to the point at which they were carried off. While each of these assumptions is problematic, the second, the presumption of contemporaneity, is demonstrably false. Indeed, a hint of unease about it is already present in Enlart's discussion of the tables, for he notes that the sigma shape represents an antique type, and is as likely to have - belonged to a Byzantine church as a Frankish cathedral. 52 More recently, Terry Allen has argued that it was the antiquity of these tables, or their association with particular sites, rather than their Christian connotations, which rendered them attractive for reuse in Zangid architecture.
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Support for the latter viewpoint may be found in a passage in Ibn al-'Adim's (d. 1262) description of the Madrasa al-Halawiyya in Aleppo, which Ernst Herzfeld recognized as referring to a further example of the tables under discussion:
They show in the Madrasa al-Halawiyya an altar (madhbah) on which the Christians used to sacrifice, of royal transparent marble, a stone of exquisite beauty: when a candle is placed under it, one sees its light shining through. We are told that Nfir al-Din had it brought from Apamaea in 544/1149. The stone bears a Greek inscription which they translated for us: "This has been made for the emperor Faltiyanus, Aquila is at 14" from Scorpio," which would give 3,000 years elapsed before Nir al-Din. They tell that Nufr al-Din used to stuff the professors with sweets (halZwf), with which this jurn (basin) of marble was filled.... And Dakiyanus is the last emperor of Rome, said to have ruled twenty years. 3 4 This report is cited by the fifteenth-century historian Ibn al-Shlihna, who adds a series of personal observations worthy of a modern art historian:
I have seen the marble, but it is no jurn; jurn is a hollow stone used for ablutions or to put something in it, while this is flat, rather long and broad, square or somewhat. oblong, with only the border slightly raised, two or three fingers high. He [Ibn al-'Adim] says-God forgive him!-it was made for the emperor Faltiyanus, but in the passage following the translation he speaks Providing as they do an insight into the associations which these recontextualized objects had for medieval Muslims, three aspects of these accounts are particularly interesting: first, the emphasis on the aesthetic properties of the object; second, its perceived Christian associations; third, its stated antiquity and affiliations with the ruined classical city of Afamiyya/ Apamaea. Since this is the nearest to a contemporary account of the phenomenon which we possess, these three interrelated facets of Ibn al-'Adim's observations-the aesthetic, iconographic, and chronological-will serve as convenient rubrics under which to discuss the reuse of marble tables in Zangid architecture. The contemporary emphasis on aesthetics suggested by Ibn al-'Adim's account is corroborated by the manner in which the altars are reused in the Bimaristan al-Nuri in Damascus: symmetrically arranged (figs. 1, 17); with a clear gradation in size, and with a preference for white marble, even though different colors were available. The use of the term "royal marble" (al-rukham al-maliki) in the surviving descriptions of the table is also noteworthy, for it suggests that the marble in question had an iconographic value related to its aesthetic properties. 3 6 The pure white marble from which these tables were carved was not only considered visually pleasing, as Ibn al-'Adim notes, but could be used to dramatic effect.
3 7 The letters of the foundation inscription on one of the tables in the Bimaristan al-Nuri are filled with a black paste, so that they are highlighted against the starkness of the stone (fig. 14) ; the technique first seen here was used in other of Nur al-Din's monuments and may, like the use of cursive or even the placing of the inscription, be seen as reflecting a broader concern with legibility.
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The aesthetic properties of such tables not only facilitated the conveyance of an epigraphic message, but can also be related to the decoration of contemporary Syrian monuments. The internal scalloping characteristic of many of the marble tables reused in Zangid architecture is curiously echoed in the decoration of certain late-twelfth-century Damascene monuments. The interior ornament of the funerary chamber adjoining the Madrasa al-Sha'miyya (1185) provides the most dramatic example of such decora- fig. 22 ). The date of the cenotaph is unknown, but it should be borne in mind that a rectangular table bearing analogous patterning was, until recently, set into the walls of the latter tomb ( fig. 18 ). It seems, therefore, that the reuse of these marble tables was part of more general aesthetic trend in the decoration of contemporary Damascene monuments.
So far as the iconographic aspects of Ibn al-'Adim's remarks are concerned, the ascription of a liturgical function to the reused table also finds some independent support. As a dining table in the Roman and Byzantine world ( fig. 7 ),40 the sigma-shaped table had a role in both quotidian dining and ritual feasting, and was frequently the setting for the Last Supper as represented in Byzantine and Coptic art until well into the twelfth century (figs. 8-9). 41 ' No sufficiently systematic study exists to permit one to draw any statistically based conclusions as to the distribution of actual examples, but there is a clear concentration in the eastern Mediterranean.
4 2 Even less information is available on contemporary marble tables of rectangular form but, alongside the more standard sigma-shaped table, fragments of rectangular tables similar to those reused in Damascus have been excavated from a number of late-antique and Byzantine sites in the Levant.
4 3 The precise liturgical function, if any, of the Syrian examples is still a matter of debate, with scholarly opinion ranging from primary or secondary altars ( fig. 23 ) to offering tables or patens for the distribution of the eucharist.
4 4 In terms of its reuse, however, the original function of the table in Aleppo (and presumably in Damascus also) is less relevant than the fact that it was believed to have served as an altar, and continued to signal back towards this real or imagined function long after its recontextualization. Equally noteworthy in the account cited above is the chronological ambiguity associated with the table's functioning as an altar. Given the antiquity of the tables, a fact clearly recognized by medieval commentators, their proliferation in Zangid architecture forms part of that broader archaizing tendency which has been discussed in detail elsewhere.
4 5 The altars reused in Damascus appeared in buildings that incorporated other antique materials: a classical pediment in the case of the Bimaristan al-Nuri, late-antique columns in Nur al-Din's tomb. 4 6 Nevertheless, there is no reason to assume that all reused material had the same semantic value. The contemporary identification of such tables as altars may well have differentiated them from more generic reused antique material, for the trope of the altar appears frequently in polemical narratives of a slightly later period, where it functions as a signifier of cultural identity and religious hegemony.
4 7 Consider, for example, a near-contemporary account of the fall of Acre to a Muslim army in 1187. The extract is from a letter purportedly written by Salah al-Din, the Ayyubid sultan and Nur al-Din's successor in the prosecution of jihad:
The standards of Islam flew over Tiberias, the race of unbelievers fled from the walls of Acre, but lived long enough to bear witness to the day of the Muslims, a day less baleful for the impious than will be the other [i.e., the Last Day]. The temples became mosques, restored by those who believe in Him and in His LastJudgment; the altars were transformed into minbars for the khatibs, under whose footsteps their pavements rang outjoyously, as they had formerly trembled under the footsteps of the unbelievers. Just as mosques were converted to Christian use by the imposition of the altar, so the process was frequently reversed by its destruction when a building was returned or converted to Muslim worship. 5 0 Although the transformation of the altar in the passage just cited may well have been a literal one, there is little to suggest that altars were actually turned into minbars. Instead, the inverse equivalence between altar and minbar in this passage reflects the metonymic function of both in the visual articulation of religious and political sovereignly.
5 ' The conjunction of religious and political authority embodied in the minbar, a major factor in the consistency with which contemporary Muslim authors bemoan its destruction in mosques desecrated by the Franks, also imbued it with the ability to act as a potent signifier of religious and political hegemony. Such visual symbols in relation to the Crusades were used even before the time of Nur al-Din. The breaking of the respective minbars in the mosques of the caliph and of the sultan in Baghdad by a group of Aleppan nobles in 1110 symbolically reenacted the desecration of Syrian mosques in a manner that highlighted very publicly the military and political impotence of the traditional (if symbolic) repositories of religious authority and political sovereignty in the face of the Frankish onslaught.
5 2 Conversely, the minbar was used to great effect by Nur al-Din as a site for the oral and epigraphic promulgation ofjihad in the propaganda offensive which accompanied his promotion of a Syrian counter-Crusade half a century later. The magnificent minbar which Nur al-Din commissioned as an ex-voto for the reconquest ofJerusalem in 1169, which was installed in the Aqsa mosque after the reconquest of the city in 1187, is one of the most dramatic examples of Nur al-Din's use of visual symbols in the prosecution ofjihad.-3 As the counter-Crusade gathered pace, Nur al-Din used a variety of means to promote the idea ofjihad. The oral and textual media used in this propaganda offensive (most obviously sermons and inscriptions) were often closely related to visual signifiers of religious identity or political sovereignty such as the minbar.
5 4 In many instances all three polemical modes-oral, textual, and visual-were closely associated with architecture; it was, for example, mosques and madrasas often inscribed with polemical texts that housed the minbars from which sermons promoting the counter-offensive were delivered.
Since the realm of the visual, no less than that of the oral or the textual, provided an arena for the exchange of polemical broadsides, the role of the altar as a site for the articulation of cultural difference in Ayyubid literary polemics leaves open the possibility that altars were removed from churches to serve as trophies during the course of the twelfth century, just as Enlart suggested. While we should perhaps be circumspect about anecdotal reports of architectural spoliation, the reuse of architectural material in a manner intended to signal Muslim victory is occasionally reflected in surviving Syrian monuments from the period of the Crusades. For example, in the early-fourteenth-century mihrab of Abu'l Fida in Nur al-Din's mosque in Hama, the semiotic displacement occasioned by the reuse of two Romanesque columns with Corinthian capitals (taken perhaps from St. Jean d'Acre) was expressed in a physical inversion of the architectural order (figs. 24-25), inversion being a contemporary convention through which the defeat of an enemy was expressed visually.
5 5 The placing of these columns is part of a wider practice of locating reused Classical and Romanesque columns around the mihrabs of medieval Syrian monuments ( fig. 17) .56 Until the redeployment of both types of columns is adequately documented, it is difficult to say whether such reuse reflects an aesthetic preference alone or (as seems clear in Hama) also emphasizes the role of columns and capitals as spolia, but the reuse of Byzantine marble altar tables as mihrabs may well be related.
One might therefore view Nur al-Din's installation of the table in the Madrasa al-Halawiyya in 1149 against these slightly later traditions of Syrian textual and visual polemics. Moreover, the madrasa was once the Christian cathedral of Aleppo, the original altar of which had been damaged or destroyed when it was transformed into a mosque in 1124. 57 The table was brought from Apamaea in the wake of a militarily and psychologically important victory over the Franks of Antioch, to grace a building in whose inscriptions Nur al-Din first styles himself al-mujahid.
5 8 Whether or not Nur al-Din's reported use of the table to distribute pastries was intended as a parody of the eucharistic liturgy, the architectural and historical contexts offer broad support for Enlart's assumption that the reuse of the altar was intended to assert the triumph of Islam over the Frankish invaders.
When one attempts to move from the general to the particular, from text to object, however, a major difficulty arises, for there is absolutely no evidence to suggest that altars such as those that survive in Damascus (figs. 1, 14, 17) were ever used in Crusader churches. In fact, chronological factors mitigate against this, for the sigma-shaped altars belong (as Enlart admitted) to an antique tradition, with which there is nothing to associate the Crusader churches of the Levant. Whether of local Syrian manufacture or imported, the bulk of the Syrian examples are datable to between the fifth and seventh centuries, with little evidence for continued production much after this date. 5 9 We are left therefore with a paradox: on the one hand, we have a series of twelfth-century polemical texts referring to the transformation of Crusader altars; on the other, we have a series of transformed altars from twelfth-century monuments, which A stronger case for Crusader origins might be made for the rectangular tables incorporated into the Bimaristan al-Nuri ( fig. 1 ) and the tomb of Nur al-Din ( fig. 18) , for the few fragmentary Crusader altars which survive from the Levant are generally rectangular in form.
6 Although the sigma-shaped table continued to be depicted in East Christian art, the rectangular altar was such a commonplace in contemporary Western churches that in European art from the twelfth century onwards the traditional (but archaic) sigmashaped table which formed the setting for the Last Supper was replaced with its contemporary rectangular equivalent. 61 Furthermore, rectangular altars with internal cusping or scalloping do appear in southwestern France and northeastern Spain between the mid tenth and late eleventh centuries ( fig. 26 ).62 Whether these altars represent the revival of an archaic type or an independent invention of a form well suited to the distribution of the eucharist is not clear: an association with the antique Syrian tables of similar form is possible, perhaps through the intermediary of pilgrims returning from the Holy Land. 63 It is at least conceivable, therefore, that some of 1_1__ _ _ _·__ _ __ The antiquity of the table in Aleppo was clearly recognized by Arab commentators, and was apparently a factor in the reuse of this and other examples. Nevertheless, to emphasize the antiquity and inherent aesthetic properties of the tables found in Zangid monuments is not to offer an adequate account of their redeployment, for one must also take into account the contemporary identification of the table in Aleppo as an altar. Perhaps more important, to ascribe the presence of the tables in Aleppo and elsewhere solely to their antiquity, or even to their associations with specific antique sites, is to overlook the fact that even in the twelfth century such antique tables were not necessarily confined to archaeological ruins. Both rectangular and sigma-shaped antique tables continued to be used in some post-Byzantine East Christian churches, as witnessed by the example still serving as the main altar in the church of Mar Sarkis at Maloula, near Damascus ( fig. 27 ).66 Similar tables were used (or reused) as altars until very recently in the Coptic churches of the Wadi Natrun in the Western Desert (figs. 5, 12-13), their antiquity presumably enhancing their aesthetic and religious value. The earliest example recorded in situ seems to have been set in place in the tenth century, but may itself be reused. 6 7 The use or reuse of antique marble tables as altar tables in the contemporary churches of Syria would offer one possible explanation for Ibn al-'Adim's ascription of a liturgical function to what was clearly recognized as a product of late antiquity.
If, therefore, the reuse of a table identified as an altar in Aleppo (and presumably elsewhere) was intended to evoke the altar's role in literary narratives of difference, the terms of reference may have been broader than those allowed for by traditional Crusader-Muslim binaries. However sporadically, indigenous Christian monuments were used as spolia during the twelfth century in contexts related to the 6 8 The Madrasa al-Halawiyya itself had originally been the Christian cathedral of Aleppo, but was one of four churches confiscated and turned into mosques in 1124 in retaliation for the desecration of Muslim monuments by a Crusader army besieging the city. 69 In the same year, the Artuqid ruler Balak is said to have destroyed Christian shrines at Khartpert, in eastern Anatolia, in retaliation for an uprising by Frankish prisoners. 70 There may even have been earlier precedents for such punitive spoliation, for when the Great Mosque of Aleppo was restored by the Hamdanid ruler Sayf alDawla in 965, following the severe damage inflicted on it by a Byzantine army, a Christian altar inscribed with a foundation text (now lost) was incorporated into a fountain in the courtyard. 1 We know nothing specific about the altar's origin, but the context of its redeployment is highly suggestive.
1_ __1__
___lq__*slPl/a__·___ ---------- Fig. 28 . Fragments of a sigma-shaped marble table excavated at Afamiyya, site museum.
Even if Nur al-Din was enlarging upon an existing practice, however, it is highly unlikely that functioning altars were removed from contemporary Syrian churches; neither the Arabic nor Syriac sources refer to any such incident, as they conspicuously do to known cases of punitive spoliation, such as the conversion of the Aleppo cathedral. Just as the table which Nur al-Din installed in Aleppo was brought from Apamaea, it is probable that the tables reused in other Zangid monuments were procured from the various ruined sites where they are still found in quantity today ( fig. 28 ).72 Once again, it seems to be the antiquity of the objects rather than any Crusader associations which is the common denominator. Two of these monuments in which the tables were reused, the Madrasa al-Halawiyya in Aleppo and the Bimaristan al-Nuri in Damascus, are early examples of Nur al-Din's architectural patronage. This brings to mind Yasser Tabbaa's suggestion that we divide Nur al-Din's use of visual symbols into two distinct phases. In the first, "the architectural vocabulary of the Antique or Christian past" was used "to express the triumph of Islam over Christianity"; in the second, a range of more specific signifiers of Islamic identity (Qur'anic inscriptions, minbars, and minarets) served to affirm the ascendancy of Islam in the struggle with the Frankish invaders. 73 In architectural terms, this initial harking back to earlier precedents finds expression in the madrasa and Qastal al-Shu'aybiyya, erected by Nur al-Din in 1150 on the site of the first mosque built after the conquest of Aleppo by the caliph 'Umar in 637.
7 4 The monument was probably intended to commemorate his recent victory over the Franks of Antioch at Inab near Apamaea. The location of the building, the reference to 'Umar in its epigraphic program, perhaps even its archaizing decoration ( fig. 29 ) appear designed to suggest an association between Nur al-Din's anti-Frank jihad and 'Umar's earlier victory over the Byzantine foe.
7 5 The architectural evidence should be seen as part of a broader phenomenon, for, even before Nur al-Din, Muslim polemicists had cast the mission of reconquering those territories lost to the Crusaders in terms of the original seventh-century conquest of Byzantine Syria. 76 As far as the treatment of the Christians are concerned, the self-conscious analogies between the two periods reportedly included Nur al-Din's revival or reimposition of the restrictions set in place following the Muslim conquest of Syria and Mesopotamia. If, as seems probable, antique marble tables continued to serve as altars in some Syrian churches into the twelfth and thirteenth centuries, their contemporary associations in the eyes of observers such as Ibn al-'Adim would have rendered them ideally suited to link the present with the pre-Islamic past. Nur al-Din's installation of an altar in the converted former cathedral of Aleppo in the year before the Shu'aybiyya complex was built seems intended to underscore both the antiquity of the appropriated site and, through its recent Christian associations, to reassert the ascendancy of Islam. The Madrasa al-Halawiy,ya was not the only former church in Aleppo refurbished by Nur al-Din. In 1168 he renovated the mosque in the Aleppo citadel known as the Maqam Ibrahim, a former Byzantine church marking the site where Abraham's altar was believed to have stood, parts of which survived to be incorporated into Nur al-Din's shrine. The circumstances in which the church was converted into a mosque by the Mirdasid rulers of Aleppo (1023-79) are unknown, but Nur al-Din's restoration of a site with a former Christian pedigree serves to link his patronage here with the transformation of the Halawiyya. The inclusion of antique altars in other contemporary buildings might be similarly understood as part of a wider propaganda offensive which invoked the metonymic function of the altar in a manner intended to underline Islam's ability to counter Christian hegemony.
There is one final piece of evidence relating to the early Islamic history of Syria that, although highly circumstantial, might support such an interpretation. Although the practice of hanging church bells in Maghribi mosques offers broad parallels for the contemporary reuse of altars in Syria, in each case the choice of object is culturally specific. 7 9 It was not the bell but the wooden or metal gong known as the semantron which served in the churches of the Syrian Christians.
8 " Consequently, it is the semantron that acted as the intermittent focus of inter-cultural tension in medieval accounts of Christian-Muslim relations.81 The motif figures prominently in early ac-*-----counts of a pivotal act in the early relationship between the Christian and Muslim communities of Syria: the appropriation of the Byzantine cathedral of Damascus and its transformation into the Great Mosque of the city in 705 or 706. In one of the earliest versions of this event, Mas'udi reports that it was precipitated by the irritation caused when a semantron was sounded in the cathedral as the Umayyad caliph al-Walid ascended the minbar to give the sermon in the adjoining mosque. 8 2 A general perception of the aural pollution consequent on the proximity of mosque and church as an infringement of religious integrity, if not political sovereignty, may be reflected in contemporary poems which refer to the sound of the semantron competing with the voices of the Muslims worshiping at the site. 83 Alternatively, implying as it does that the Christians had broken the restrictions in the treaty of conquest governing the use of the semantron, this may be a retrojective rationalization of what was, from a Christian perspective at least, a highly contentious act. Whatever the significance of the semantron, in later tellings it fades from the story, and insofar as any object is associated with the conversion of the cathedral, it is the altar (madhbah) or tabernacle (shahfd) and its immediate architectural context that forms the focus of the narrative.
8 5 Among the accounts cited by Ibn 'Asakir, the great twelfth-century Damascene historian, the following is typical:
Thus al-Walid decided to demolish the church.... A ladder was brought for him and placed against the apse of the altar (mihrdb al-madhbah), he mounted it and struck the altar until it was broken into many pieces; then the Muslims fell upon the church and demolished it. 86 It is conceivable that medieval accounts of this seminal act influenced the role of the altar as a site for the articulation of cultural and religious difference in Zangid and Ayyubid Syria. However, the account just cited is attributed to Ibn al-Akfani, one of the mentors of Ibn 'Asakir, who died in 1129.87 That, somewhat unusually, a longer isnad is not given leaves open the possibility that this version of events does not in fact predate the late eleventh or early twelfth century. Even in the period before Nur al-Din's counterCrusade gathered momentum, there are numerous accounts of mosques and minbars being defiled at the hands of the Franks.
8 8 This description of the much earlier desecration of the altar in Damascus might therefore have been intended to provide an appropriate counter-narrative, reflecting rather than inspiring an increasing emphasis on the altar in contemporary visual and literary polemics.
While such an emphasis might provide a context in which to locate the reuse of antique marble altars in Nur al-Din's monuments, these were clearly something other than Crusader trophies. At the very least, the transport of these objects from ruined Byzantine sites reflects an aesthetic appreciation of certain antiquities in twelfth-century Syria. Considered alongside both the use of similar objects in medieval Syrian churches and the role of the altar in twelfth-century literary narratives of cultural and religious difference, the redeployment of these tables may also represent a practice through which the pre-and early Islamic past was brought into constellation with the present in a manner intended to emphasize the hegemonic potential of Islam. It is clear that a primary association of that present was the military conflict between Franks and Muslims, a struggle reflected not only in the intensity and range of contemporary oral, textual, and visual polemics, but in the intense potency with which traditional signifiers of religious and cultural identity were (re)invested. To this extent one might support Enlart's attempt to relate the reuse of the tables to the political, military, and cultural upheavals of the twelfth century, while challenging the ability of Crusader-Muslim binaries alone to offer an adequate account of the phenomenon.
Such an interpretation presupposes not just a retrojective change in the narratives of early Syrian history, but a parallel shift in the meaning of an established practice, however. The reuse of Byzantine tables in Islamic monuments began in Syria before the Crusades, inspired most probably by their aesthetic attractions and relative availability. If the events of the twelfth century led to the reuse of similar objects being governed by an increasing emphasis on their iconographic associations, this would imply an alteration in the semantic value of the tables. Such a scenario is far from certain, but it is clear that the phenomenon of reuse is considerably more complex than has been acknowledged. Although the practice of reusing certain types of object or materials may have endured in a particular region over time, there is no a priori reason to assume that its meaning remained static. The reuse of specific types of artifact may have been influenced by semantic shifts, and even where the reused objects are formally similar, there are clear regional distinctions in the patterns of both primary and secondary use.
j ____Blls______l__ -----·-----
In eliding such differences, the striking ahistoricity of the paradigms used to explain the sources and recontextualization of the marble tables that appear in medieval Islamic contexts in Syria and Egypt says more about the preconceptions which Orientalist historians and art historians brought to the analysis of their material in the twentieth century than about the medieval cultures that produced it. The citational nature of much art-historical discourse, the uncritical repetition of certain interpretative tropes as idges recues, has served to ensure that such preconceptions continue to exert an influence on contemporary art-historical writing.
8 9 As I hope I have demonstrated, the reuse of material derived from pre-or non-Islamic contexts in medieval Islamic architecture merits much more detailed analysis than it has received to date. One might perhaps start with the development of a vocabulary that is sufficiently nuanced to transcend the standard interpretative tropes of spoliation and trophy. Although the destruction of the maharib mentioned in the sources has sometimes been taken to refer to the altar, it seems more likely that it refers to the apse of the cathedral; in an account of the destruction of the Cathedral of St.John in Damascus cited by Ibn 'Asakir the altar is distinguished from the apse by the use of the term mihrab al-madhbah (see n. 86 below). Nevertheless, Syriac sources refer to the desecration of the ciborium housing the altar: A. S. Tritton, "The First and Second Crusades from
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